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Prologue: Seven Minutes Before Noon

	The Stairwell

	College Hall sits on a rise above the Mediterranean, a limestone building with a clock tower and a view that has made visitors to the American University of Beirut forget, for a century and a half, that they were standing in one of the most contested places on earth. On the morning of January 18, 1984, the view was as good as ever. Winter rain had washed the haze off the water. The palms along the campus lanes were bright, and students were crossing the lower campus toward their classes in twos and threes, carrying books under their arms, the way students do anywhere.

	The city beyond the gates was not like anywhere else. Beirut had been at war with itself for almost nine years. The line that divided the Christian east from the Muslim west ran a mile from where the president of the university parked his car. West Beirut, where the campus stood, belonged that winter to militias whose names changed with the season and whose loyalties changed faster. The Lebanese army was coming apart along sectarian lines. The Israelis held the south and had pulled back from the mountains above the capital only months before. Syrian troops sat in the Bekaa Valley to the east. And American Marines, who had arrived the previous year as peacekeepers and had been reclassified by the people shooting at them as combatants, were weeks away from leaving.

	Malcolm Kerr had arrived at the university that morning as he usually did, and he walked toward the stairs that led up to his office on the second floor. He was fifty-two years old. He wore, by every account of the man, a jacket and tie, because he thought a university president should, and he carried the slightly rumpled air of the professor he had been for twenty years before accepting the job. He had a meeting scheduled. He had a stack of letters to sign. He had a wife who would join him for lunch, and a daughter and three sons scattered across California, Arizona, and Massachusetts who did not yet know that their father had entered the last few minutes of his life.

	Two men were waiting for him. They were in the stairwell, out of sight of the campus, and they carried pistols, at least one of them fitted with a silencer. When Kerr reached the landing, they shot him twice in the back of the head. He fell on the stairs outside his own office. The gunmen walked out through a university whose security staff had been trained to watch the gates, and disappeared into a city that had made an art of disappearing.

	Someone found him within moments. He was carried to the university hospital, a few hundred yards away, where the surgeons who worked on him were the same doctors who had been treating war casualties without a break since 1975. They could do nothing. By early afternoon, news of the death had begun to move through Beirut, through the foreign press corps, through the American embassy that had been rebuilt after its destruction the previous April, and by telephone and telex toward Washington, Los Angeles, and Tucson.

	What the Official Story Says

	An organization calling itself Islamic Jihad claimed responsibility. The name had been attached to the bombings of the American embassy in April 1983 and of the Marine barracks that October, and in the vocabulary of the time it was less a group than a banner, under which attacks could be claimed without requiring anyone to explain who stood behind them. A statement was issued. It described Kerr's killing as a response to American policy in Lebanon. It named no individuals. It offered no detail that investigators could verify. And almost at once, it was treated by nearly everyone with a stake in the matter as a sufficient explanation.

	That was convenient for a long list of people. For the Reagan administration, which had watched 241 American servicemen die in the barracks bombing three months earlier and was preparing a retreat it could not admit was one, Kerr's murder was one more entry in a catalog of Lebanese horrors that argued for leaving. For the Lebanese authorities, who controlled little beyond a few city blocks, a case against unnamed killers working for an unnamed sponsor was a case that would never be asked of them. For the militias that governed the neighborhood around the university, a claim from a distant banner relieved them of questions about who had been allowed to walk through their checkpoints. And for the governments in Damascus, Tehran, and Jerusalem, each of which maintained networks in West Beirut and each of which had reasons to want the American presence there to fail, an unsolved killing meant no one would examine whose networks it had been.

	No arrests followed. No trial followed. No one has ever been charged with the murder of Malcolm Kerr. The case file, as far as anyone has been able to establish, consists of a few pages. American officials in the following years spoke privately of suspects and publicly of nothing. By the time the Marines were gone, by the time the hostage crisis had begun to swallow the attention of Washington and the families of the men being held, the president of the American University of Beirut had become a sentence in a longer history: one of the casualties of a senseless war.

	That phrase, senseless war, is the one this book was written against.

	A Family at the Edge of Two Countries

	It is a particular kind of loss to have a father killed in a place that the rest of your country has already decided it does not understand. Malcolm Kerr had been born in Beirut in October 1931, the son of two American teachers at the university his own presidency would end at. His father, Stanley, had come to Lebanon with the relief effort that sheltered Armenian refugees after the First World War and stayed to teach biochemistry. His mother, Elsa, taught English. Malcolm grew up on the campus, speaking Arabic with the neighborhood children and English at home, a boy who understood two worlds before he was old enough to understand that most people were only given one.

	He went to America for college, to Princeton, and he returned to the Middle East as a young scholar, drawn by what he saw as the most interesting political problem of his generation: how the Arab world would govern itself after the departure of the European empires. He taught at his old university, then at UCLA, where he spent two decades building a reputation as one of the few American academics who could explain the Arab world to Americans without either romanticizing or condemning it. His 1965 book, The Arab Cold War, became a standard account of the rivalry between Egypt's Gamal Abdel Nasser and the monarchies of the Gulf, and it remains in print because it described a pattern that has repeated itself ever since: the Arab states fought each other with as much energy as they spent fighting Israel, and outsiders who ignored that fact kept misreading everything.

	He and his wife, Ann, raised four children in Southern California. Steve, the younger of two sons, grew up to be a basketball player, and in January 1984 he was an eighteen-year-old freshman at the University of Arizona, a long way from Beirut in every sense but the one that mattered. He took the call about his father in Tucson. He went back onto a basketball court within days, and in the arenas where Arizona played that winter, opposing fans taunted him with chants about the Palestine Liberation Organization, in an act of cruelty so unthinking that it has become a small piece of evidence about what Americans in those years thought they knew about the place where his father had died. The boy would go on to win five NBA championships as a player, and more as a coach, and in interviews decades later he would return again and again to the same fact: he had never been told, in any way that satisfied him, what happened to his father.

	The Wager

	Kerr had taken the presidency of the university in the summer of 1982, in the weeks after Israel's invasion of Lebanon, when most Americans with no connection to the country were trying to leave it. His predecessor, David Dodge, the acting president, had been kidnapped from the campus that July and would spend a year in captivity in Syria and Iran before being released. Dodge's abduction was an early sign of what was coming. It was among the first of the Western hostage-takings that would define the next decade, and it showed that the university, which had been protected for a century by the quiet understanding that Lebanese of every faith sent their children there, was no longer protected by anything.

	Kerr knew all of this. He knew it when he accepted the job. His friends told him not to go, and in the accounts that have survived, he heard them out and went anyway, in the belief that an American institution that stayed through the worst of a war could be worth more to the region than any army. He had said it in a way that was easy to mistake for naivety, and that, in retrospect, looks like a clear-eyed argument about what American power in the Middle East could be if Washington chose to build rather than to fight. Schools, he thought, outlast governments. A generation of Lebanese, Palestinians, Syrians, and Iraqis who had studied together on a hill above the sea were a better guarantee of American interests than any garrison. The Marines at the airport were there to keep a government alive that could not keep itself alive. The university was there because people wanted it.

	It was a wager, and in the winter of 1984 it was lost. The question this book asks is whether it had to be, and who in Beirut, Washington, Tehran, and Jerusalem made sure that it would be.

	Why This Murder

	Most histories of the American experience in Lebanon begin with the larger violence: the embassy bombing that killed sixty-three people in April 1983, the barracks bombing six months later, the Marines' departure under fire, and the kidnapping campaign that followed and that would culminate in the Iran-Contra affair. Those events are rightly treated as turning points, and they have been rightly studied. Kerr's murder rarely appears in them except as a footnote to a larger catastrophe, and that placement is part of the problem. A single killing, carried out with two pistols in a stairwell, reveals something that the truck bombs and the diplomatic cables do not. It shows how the people running Lebanon's wars understood American intentions, what they feared and what they wanted, and why they chose, among all the Americans in Beirut, to kill the one who had come without a gun.

	It also shows what Washington did when the answers were unwelcome. Within a few years of Kerr's death, the young men who had shaped the policies that failed in Lebanon would rise to positions of influence in several governments at once. Some drew from Beirut the lesson that force had been applied too timidly. Others concluded that hostages were an instrument that worked. Still others drew the lesson that a patient, deniable, locally rooted organization could do what a conventional army could not, and built the movement that would go on to dominate Lebanese politics for the next four decades. In Washington, a generation of officials absorbed the opposite of what Kerr had believed: that the region responded to power and not to patience, and that the cost of withdrawal was greater than the cost of force. Every one of those lessons has a line that runs forward, through decades of war, to the present.

	I did not set out to follow that line. The story began with a family and its question, and the question was simple: who killed Malcolm Kerr, and why was no one ever made to answer for it?

	The Question That Would Not Close

	Ann Kerr lived for decades after her husband's death and spent a good part of them asking. So did her children. They wrote to officials. They saved what they received, which was often little. They interviewed those who would speak to them, and the files they accumulated, over four decades, became something that no archive anywhere else contains: a private record of a public failure, kept by the people with the most to lose from forgetting it.

	What follows draws on that record, on interviews with people who knew Kerr and people who knew the men around him, on declassified American documents and the places where they have been redacted, and on the work of historians and journalists who have mapped the world he died in. I have tried to follow a rule that the case itself demanded: to say what can be established, to say what cannot, and to avoid filling the gap between the two with the kind of certainty that has made the Middle East so easy to misunderstand.

	The gap is large. No court has found the killers. No government has acknowledged the order. Several intelligence services, by the evidence that survives, had reason to know more than they said, and have said nothing. But the shape of the silence is itself evidence, and it points in directions that this book will follow as far as the record allows.

	On the morning of January 18, 1984, a man who believed in schools walked up a flight of stairs to his office and did not come back down. The people who killed him have never been named. The country he represented never asked very hard. And the war that took him, which Americans were told was a Lebanese tragedy that had nothing to do with them, has been following them home ever since.

	

	

	 


PART I: THE MAN THEY KILLED

	 


Chapter 1: A Boy from Beirut

	The American University of Beirut began in 1866 as a school with sixteen students in a rented house, founded by Daniel Bliss, a Congregationalist missionary from Vermont who had spent years in Syria and Lebanon watching how little formal education was available to anyone who was not rich. He named it the Syrian Protestant College, and he made an unusual decision for a missionary institution. Students would not be required to convert. Bliss was said to have told the first graduating classes that the college was for all conditions and classes of men, without regard to color, nationality, race, or religion, and a century and a half of alumni lists suggests he meant it. Druze, Maronites, Sunnis, Shiites, Greek Orthodox, Jews, and Armenians sat in the same lecture halls. Bliss's own faith shaped the institution's founding. It did not control who could walk through the gates.

	By the early 1870s the college had moved to a bluff above the Mediterranean, on land west of the old city that was then mostly scrub and orchard. Over the following decades it built College Hall, with its clock tower, along with an observatory, a medical school, a hospital, a library, and a campus of limestone buildings terraced down toward the water. In 1920 it took the name it carries now. By then it had become the most influential American institution in the Arab world, with a graduate network that fed ministries, newspapers, banks, and opposition movements from Baghdad to Khartoum. The Arabic literary revival of the nineteenth century had been nourished in part by its printing presses and classrooms. Several of the intellectuals who shaped Arab nationalism passed through it. The irony, which later generations of Americans rarely noticed, was that an institution built by missionaries had trained many of the people who would challenge the Western powers that sponsored it.

	That was the world into which Malcolm Hooper Kerr was born on October 8, 1931. The campus was his address. His parents were part of the faculty community that lived in houses scattered across the hill, a small colony of American and European teachers and doctors who sent their children to local schools, shopped in the same markets as their Lebanese neighbors, and shared a way of life that was neither exactly expatriate nor exactly native.

	Parents Who Stayed

	Stanley Kerr, Malcolm's father, had come to the region as a young man after the First World War. He arrived with the relief effort that tried to feed and shelter the survivors of the Armenian deportations and massacres, and he worked among refugees in the south of what is now Turkey in the years when the Ottoman world was being dismantled and the new borders had not yet hardened. Decades later he would write about that period, in a memoir of the siege of the Armenian quarter of Marash in 1920, a book that treated the survivors as people and not as symbols. The experience marked him. Many of the Americans who went out to the Near East in those years went home within a few seasons. Stanley stayed. He taught biochemistry at the university's medical school and became a fixture of the faculty, a scientist who spoke Arabic and understood that the country he had joined was more complicated than the one he had been told about.

	Malcolm's mother, Elsa, was a teacher too, and by the recollection of those who knew the family, the household ran on books, argument, and a steady sense of purpose. The Kerrs were not wealthy. A university salary in the 1930s bought a comfortable but modest life, and the family's real capital was their standing in a community that valued teaching. They were also Christians who lived without proselytizing. By the time Malcolm was born, the university had moved far enough from its missionary origins that a faculty family could hold its faith privately and its work publicly, and Malcolm's own religion in later life remained, according to friends, a quiet fact and not a public one.

	What mattered more than the specifics of belief was the example. Malcolm's parents lived as though their presence in Lebanon was a commitment and not a posting. They did not talk about returning to America as an eventual destination. They had a home and a vocation where they were, and they raised their children to treat the Middle East as theirs.

	An American Childhood on the AUB Campus

	A boy growing up on the AUB campus in the 1930s inhabited an unusual landscape. The mornings began with the sound of the clock in College Hall and the hum of a city waking below. Beyond the campus walls lay Ras Beirut, the neighborhood on the headland, which had grown up around the university and absorbed some of its cosmopolitan character: bookshops, cafés, rooming houses, and the pharmacies and clinics that served a faculty and student population drawn from half the Arab world. Beyond that lay the rest of the city, a Mediterranean port of perhaps a couple hundred thousand people at the time, living under French authority.

	That authority was part of the texture of daily life, and it is easy to forget how foreign the arrangement was. Lebanon had been placed under a French Mandate after the First World War, by decision of the League of Nations, as the Ottoman Empire's Arab provinces were divided between France and Britain. France had created Greater Lebanon in 1920 by adding territory to the historic Mount Lebanon enclave, a decision that brought in large Sunni and Shiite populations alongside the Maronite Christians and Druze who had dominated the mountain. The new state's sectarian balance, delicate from the start, would be written into its political system and would shape its fate for the rest of the century. Malcolm grew up in a country whose borders were younger than his parents and whose sense of itself was still being argued over in every café.

	He spoke Arabic with the children on the campus and in the neighborhood and English at home, and by all accounts he moved between them without effort. This is not a minor biographical detail. A child who learns a language in the street absorbs far more than vocabulary. He learns the jokes, the idioms, the rhythm of politeness and insult, the things that cannot be said directly and the ways of saying them. Kerr's later work as a scholar would rest on a command of Arabic that few American academics of his generation could match, and its roots were in the games and quarrels of a Beirut childhood and not in a classroom. When he later sat across from a Lebanese minister or a Cairo professor, he did not feel like a visitor, and they rarely treated him as one.

	The family's neighbors were colleagues, and the community of faculty children formed its own small society. The campus offered what a child could want in the way of space: gardens, stairways, a sea view, and the freedom that comes with a protected enclave in a city where most children lived in crowded apartments. Cats slept on the stone walls. A visiting scientist might eat at the family's table. The conversation at dinner, in a house where both parents taught, ranged over politics, science, and the affairs of the region with an ease that most American children of the time would not have encountered until college.

	He went to school in Beirut, and later accounts mention the American Community School, which had been founded for the children of the expatriate and local families attached to the university. The student body was mixed, and his friends included Lebanese of several confessions as well as Americans, Armenians, and Palestinians. He was a bright, easygoing boy, remembered by those who knew him as curious and amiable and prone to taking up a subject and following it to the end. There is little evidence that he was a rebel. He was an observer, and a listener, and he was good at sensing what people meant beneath what they said.

	A Country Learning to Be a Country

	The world outside the campus gates did not hold still for his childhood. In 1939 war began in Europe, and the French Mandate in Lebanon was caught in the collapse of France itself. After the fall of France in 1940, the authorities in the Levant came under the control of Vichy, and in the summer of 1941 British and Free French forces, with Australian troops in the lead, fought a short campaign to take Syria and Lebanon from the Vichy government. For a nine-year-old boy in Beirut, this meant air raid precautions, foreign soldiers in the streets, and the first lessons in how great-power politics could reshape a city overnight. The Allied victory brought a promise of independence, which was slow to be honored.

	The crisis of November 1943 showed Malcolm, then twelve, how a small country could take its destiny into its own hands. Lebanon's political leaders, having agreed on an unwritten arrangement known as the National Pact, which divided key offices among the confessions and has shaped the country's politics since, moved to amend the constitution to remove the provisions that preserved French authority. The French responded by arresting the president and several ministers on November 11. The result was a general uproar: strikes, demonstrations, and widespread civil resistance, with international pressure from Britain and other powers. Within about ten days the French released the prisoners, and November 22 became Lebanese Independence Day. A boy who watched that period from a campus window saw, at a formative age, that ordinary people in the region could assert themselves against a mandate of power and win, and that Arab politics was not a story of passivity.

	It also offered an early lesson about the fragility of the arrangement. The National Pact had given Lebanon a functioning political system, but it had done so by freezing the sectarian balance as it stood in 1943, based on a census that dated from 1932 and favored the Christians. As demographics shifted, with the Muslim population growing faster, the compromise would become harder to defend. Those who later warned that the system could not hold had a point, and so did those who said that its collapse was not inevitable. The distinction mattered to Kerr. In his academic work he would argue repeatedly that Arab states were shaped by their own internal rivalries and not simply by outside intervention, and that blaming everything on foreign powers, as both Arab nationalists and Western policymakers were inclined to do, missed the point.

	The end of the war brought another shock closer to home. The 1948 war that followed the creation of Israel sent roughly seven hundred thousand Palestinians out of their homes across the region, and tens of thousands arrived in Lebanon, where they were housed in camps in and around Beirut and in the south. Malcolm was sixteen. The refugees were not an abstraction to a boy living on a campus that sat at the center of the city's intellectual life. Palestinian students filled the university's classrooms, Palestinian professors joined the faculty, and Palestinian families became neighbors, patients, and friends. Many of the refugees in Lebanon would never be granted citizenship, and the permanence of their situation, which would become one of the roots of the civil war that began in 1975, started with those arrivals. A young man of Kerr's temperament, observant and sympathetic, could not look away.

	None of this made him a partisan in the sense that the word later came to mean. What he absorbed was a feeling for the region's complexity, a sense that every group had its own history and fears, and that few of the stories told about the Middle East by outsiders captured more than a corner of the truth. That conviction would define his career.

	The Arabist Who Chose the Middle East Over the American Dream

	The American dream, as it was understood by the families who returned from overseas postings in those years, meant something specific. It meant a

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	






